Abstract. The purpose of this descriptive study was to examine the component reading skills of adolescent struggling readers attending urban high schools. Specifically, 11 measures of reading skills were administered to 345 adolescent readers to gain a research-based perspective on the reading skill profile of this pop ulation. Participants were assessed in the domains of word level, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Analysis of the results found that 61% of the struggling adolescent readers had signifi cant deficits in all of the reading components listed above.
necessary for them to successfully respond to demand ing secondary school requirements or compete for meaningful jobs in the workplace (Adelman, 2006; Hock & Deshler, 2003; Kamil, 2003) . These same ado lescents are even less prepared to face the demands of the global economy described by Friedman (2005) Students who are unable to handle the demands they face in high school will struggle in postsecondary edu cation, and if their reading problems are not addressed, they will persist into adulthood. The magnitude of the problems facing adolescents, especially those who attend poor urban high schools, is striking. In some of the largest urban school districts in the United States, nearly 65% of adolescents read below the "satisfactory" level on state reading assessments (Council of Great City Schools, 2001). Of major concern is the fact that for many ASR, the goal has changed from one of improving reading proficiency so they can par ticipate in the existing economy to the goal of being able to compete in a much more competitive global economy that demands mastery of high-level reading and thinking tasks (Levy & Murnane, 2004) .
The Urban Context
While information is available to inform policy and instructional decisions regarding the needs of younger struggling readers, the picture is far from complete for adolescent struggling readers in urban high schools (Snow, 2002) . Additionally, the sparse information that is available on adolescent struggling readers must be mediated within the context of the urban environment for this group of students. Thus, living in an urban environment has been shown to exacerbate the educa tional risks and level of school failure associated with at-risk students (e.g., Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000 , 2003 McWayne, Fantuzzo, & McDermott, 2004; Rury, 2005) . Contextual factors that predict urban student per formance and school engagement include early child hood academic experiences and education (McWayne, Fantuzzo, & McDermott, 2004) ; poverty (Campbell, Pungello, Miller-Johnson, Burchinal, & Ramey, 2001; McWayne, Fantuzzo, & McDermott, 2004; Rury, 2006) ; social competence and class (Phelps, 2005; Wentzel, 1999) ; neighborhood cultural socialization and crime rates (Lee, Spencer, & Harplani, 2003; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Nash & Bown, 1999; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997) ; lack of employment and opportunities to grow outside the classroom (Gleason, & Cain, 1997; Jarrett, 1997; Leventhal, Graber, & Brooks-Dunn, 2001; Newman, 1999) ; and a fear of dan ger associated with their school environment (Garcia Reid, Reid, & Peterson, 2005) . Additionally, poverty can have a profound negative effect on student academic performance (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2003) . These factors must be considered when looking at the urban adolescent reader skill profiles discussed below.
Much of the evidence of student reading proficiency comes from standardized reading assessments adminis tered to comply with No Child Left Behind Act of 2000 (NCLB) mandates. The utility of such assessments is lim ited with regard to component reading skill profiles as these measures are designed to provide a global measure of reading achievement and do not provide diagnostic or descriptive information.
In response to the need for more research on reading comprehension and urban readers, a descriptive study was conducted to determine the component reading skill profiles of adolescent struggling readers in urban middle and high schools. Thus, this study was designed to gather empirical evidence that goes beyond the gen eral information about reading skills found on most state reading measures of adequate yearly progress (AYP). The overarching goal was to describe the reading skill characteristics of both proficient and struggling adolescent readers.
Foundational Research Literature
Several descriptive studies have been conducted with younger adolescents (approximately grades four to five) to more clearly define the reading skills of this popula tion. These studies have added to our understanding of the nature of younger adolescent readers and their read ing skill component profile (e.g., Buly & Valencia, 2003; Catts, Hogan, & Adlof, 2005; Leach, Scarbourgh, & Rescorla, 2003) . However, the data are sometimes con tradictory and, therefore, would benefit from clarity.
Younger adolescents. Buly and Valencia (2003) exam ined the reading skills of 108 fifth-grade students who scored poorly on the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL). Students who participated in the study scored at levels 1 and 2 (on a scale of 1 to 4) on the reading portion of the assessment. While the specific ethnic characteristics of the sample were not provided, the authors noted that at the district level 57% percent of the students were Caucasian and 43%
were students of color. On the basis of reading skill component scores and deficits, the authors assigned students to one of four groups; (a) the RC group, which included students with good word-level skills but poor comprehension; (b) the WL group, which consisted of students with deficits in word-level skills but good comprehension; (c) the WL-RC, group, in which students had deficits in both word-level and comprehension skills; and (d) the NRD group, in which deficits were not detected in either word-level or comprehension skills. In the groups with reading deficits, 35% of the stu dents had word-level processing deficits with adequate comprehension (WL), 32% had deficits in comprehen sion with adequate word-level skills (RC), and 32% had deficits in both word-level and comprehension skills (WL-RC). Thus, according to the authors, about two thirds of the poor readers had comprehension deficits, and 64% also had word-level deficits. Additionally, 41% to 47% of the poor readers were late-identified RD. That is, the reading skills of the students who met the estab lished criteria for RD had adequate reading skills before the fourth grade. This is an important finding in terms of determining interventions that respond to student Together, these studies represent significant and foun dational efforts to examine the component reading skills of struggling readers and to identify subcategories of readers, thereby bringing clarity to the discussion about the reading skill profile of struggling readers in young adolescent populations. However, the extent to which the findings can be generalized to older adoles cents in urban schools is unknown.
First, the majority of the participants in the studies reviewed were late-elementary students and not neces sarily representative of the older adolescent population.
Additionally, none of the studies focused on struggling readers in urban schools with the intent to capture the range of skills possessed by this population.
Finally, the results of these studies are somewhat mixed. For exam ple, Buly and Valencia (2003) noted that only 9% of the population had reading deficits in word identification. In contrast, Catts et al. (2005) and Leach et al. (2003) found that between 49% and 67%, period of time and includes predictable phases of de velopment (Adams, 1990; Ehri, 1995) . Critical to this development is the acquisition of the alphabetic princi ple. That is, recognition that the spellings of words correspond to the sounds of words. This knowledge concerning sound-letter correspondence allows the reader to recognize novel words and to form well specified orthographic representations of words (Share & Stanovich, 1995) . Such representations lead, in turn, to more accurate and fluent word recognition.
Struggling readers often display difficulties in acquir ing word-reading skills (Torgesen & Hoskyn, 1999) . Thus, for a majority of these children, the fundamental problem is an inability to use sound-letter correspon dence to decode words (Stanovich, 1988) . As a result, poor readers are dependent on other sources of infor mation to read (e.g., context) and are slower to develop sight word reading skills (Ehri, 1997) . Further, problems at the level of phonological representations underlie many poor readers' difficulties in learning to use the alphabetic principle to decode words (Torgesen, Wagner, & Rashotte, 1994) . Indeed, Torgesen, Rashotte, and Alexander (2001) argued that the ability to recog nize individual words quickly is the most important fac tor in reading fluency.
Given the theoretical support for reading comprehen sion as a complex process involving both word-level and language comprehension competencies, an assess ment of the reading skills of struggling readers should include multiple measures of both word-level text and language comprehension skills.
Thus, the primary goal of this study was to compare the word-level and reading comprehension skills of ado lescent proficient and struggling readers, including those with LD. This information is needed to build the knowledge base about the reading skill component pro file of adolescent readers, an area that has been largely ignored, and subsequently to inform the development of interventions and programs that respond to the instructional needs of adolescent struggling readers.
METHODS
The sample included 345 late eighth-and early ninth-grade students selected from two suburban jun ior high schools, two urban middle schools, and three urban high schools in two midwestern cities. The urban community consisted of 145,004 residents; the Additionally, students are assessed on fluency, decod ing, and prior knowledge. The overall sampling plan was to recruit at least 60 students in each of the five categories of the KRA (i.e., unsatisfactory, basic, proficient, advanced, and exem plary) so that adequate subgroups of students could be assessed and their reading skill component profiles ana lyzed. The goal was to differentiate the skill profile of adolescent readers, both proficient and struggling, using a common and standardized measure like that offered by the KRA continuum of reading proficiency. Those who scored at or below the 40th percentile were defined as struggling readers, whereas those who scored above the 40th percentile were defined as proficient readers.
The sample consisted of 202 ASR and 143 proficient readers. Included in the sample were 34 students with LD, 29 in the ASR group and 5 in the proficient group. While not a traditional cut point, the 40th percentile was chosen because students scoring at this mark are almost one third of a standard deviation below the expected mean standard score, and thus below the expectation set by NCLB that all children read at grade level (U.S. Congress, 2001) . Given the focus of NCLB, many school districts are keenly interested in the group of borderline readers and even more interested in appropriate ways to intervene. The 40th percentile cut point allowed us to use all the collected data and increase our knowledge about readers who are not at grade level but close.
Eighty-two percent of the participants were drawn from the urban schools and 18% were from the subur ban schools.
(Suburban students were recruited to increase the number of exemplary readers and balance the five KRA categories.) Students ranged in age from 13.45 years to 17.5 years with an average age of 14.9 years. All students were enrolled in either eighth-or ninth-grade language arts or English classes. Fifty-five percent were male and 45% were females. The race and ethnicity profile of the sample was made up of 52% African-American, 15% Hispanic, 29% white, and 4%
reporting in other categories. Fifty-one percent received free/reduced-cost lunch, and 47% of the students paid Volume 32, Winter 2009 25 for lunch. Ten percent were enrolled in special educa tion, and 5% reported that they were English Language Learners (ELL) during time of the assessment.
Measures and Instruments
Instruments were selected and grouped within a reading-component framework identified in the litera ture as essential to the reading success of younger and adolescent readers (Curtis, 2002; NICHD, 2000) and responsive to Kintsch's theoretical model discussed ear lier (see Table 1 ). The measures consisted of a battery of language and literacy tasks. Multiple measures of each construct were included so that the relations among latent abilities could be examined independent of task specific factors or measurement error (Kline, 2005 
RESULTS
In this section we describe the characteristics of the adolescent struggling readers primarily with respect to the four reading components and compare descriptively their scores to those of a group of proficient readers drawn from the same geographic region and attending the same schools. Also, demographic characteristics of the struggling and proficient readers in the sample are discussed. Lastly, the results for the ASR readers, includ ing those with LD, are compared to those of the profi cient readers and the overall skill profiles of both groups of readers are examined.
Creation of Component Scores
A principal-components analysis (PCA) was con ducted to determine if the 11 reading measures admin istered formed distinct reading components (see Table   2 ). In order to make all scores comparable, the usual GORT standard scores (mean = 10, SD = 3) were trans formed so that all measures would be in the same met ric with a mean of 100 and an SD of 15. *The pattern matrix is used to help determine which clusters of variables are defined by the factor. The numerical values in the matrix (the weights or loadings) for each variable are directly related to the unique contribution that the factor makes to the variance of the variable. These loadings are similar to the regression coefficients found when the variables are regressed on the factors. 
Definition of Struggling Readers
Struggling readers, as defined in this article, were identified on the basis of their scores on a Comprehension composite score, the mean of the WLPB-R-R passage comprehension subtest, and the GORT-4 comprehension subtest score. Those who scored at or below the 40th percentile (standard score of 96) on the composite score were defined as struggling readers; those who scored above the 40th percentile were defined as proficient readers. Using this criterion, the sample in the final analysis consisted of 202 adoles cent "struggling" readers (including 29 students with LD) and 143 "proficient" readers (including 5 students with LD).
Comparisons of Struggling Readers and Proficient
Readers A total of 34 students in the study had active individ ualized education programs (IEPs), indicating that the presence of a specific learning disability had been deter mined. Twenty-nine were struggling readers, and five were proficient readers. Local district and Kansas Department of Education identification procedures and criteria were used to identify students with disabilities.
In the state of Kansas, specific learning disability is defined as:
(a) disorder in 1 or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which disorder may for the students in the two reading groups and in various subclasses. Overall, the pattern of results is very similar for the ASR and the proficient readers. The Fluency score is the lowest, while the high est score for both groups is for the Word-Level compo nent. As illustrated, the range of means for the poor readers is somewhat narrower than the range for the proficient readers. The relationships among the component scores were more formally examined using profile analysis with reading group as the between-subjects factor. Since the struggling readers were defined as students whose Comprehension component scores were below the 40th percentile, only the other three components were included in the formal comparisons and analyses.
A profile analysis simultaneously compares the pro files of the groups on several measures and tests whether they have the same pattern of means on those measures (see Figure 1) . The three primary questions in a profile analysis concern (a) the equality of the means of the groups, (b) the parallelism of the profiles, and (c) the similarity of the response among the dependent variables. The test for the equality of the means indi cated that the groups differed significantly, F(l, 343) = 322.44, p = .000. Follow-up tests showed that, for every component, the proficient readers scored significantly higher than the struggling readers. The result of the parallelism test (given by the interaction of group with component) was also significant, Wilks' Lambda F(2, 342) = 15.92, p = .000. These results indicate that the differences between the means (slopes) for some pairs of dependent variables are not the same in the two groups (see Figure 1) . and a large effect is .8. Since the parallelism hypothesis was rejected, there was no need to test for flatness, as clearly some means were greater than others. We also examined the four component scores for var ious demographic groups. Scores for the free/reduced cost lunch group were generally 9 to 13 standard score points lower than those for the non-reduced-cost or free lunch group, the largest difference being the Vocabulary scores (see Table 5 ). Vocabulary scores also showed the largest difference between the males and the females, with the males scoring slightly higher. The sample con tained 13 students older than 16; this group scored lower on all components than did the other members of the sample. The sample included 19 ELL students; their scores were very similar to those of the non-ELL stu dents on all components. Students with IEPs designat ing LD (N = 34) scored lower on all components than the non-IEP students, with the largest difference on Word
Level (approximately 22 standard score units).
Students with disabilities also performed below the mean standard scores of the proficient reader group on all components and were below the struggling reader group on all components except Vocabulary, where they scored at approximately the same level as the struggling reader group. Additional descriptive analyses were conducted for students who scored at or below the standard score of 96 on at least one of the four components (see Table 6 ). Of the 345 students in the sample, 85 scored above 96 on all components, whereas 260 scored below the mean standard score (approximately the 40th percentile) on at least one of the components.
The 260 students Leach et al. (2003) , who, respectively, found 49% and 67% of younger struggling readers to have word-level problems either in isolation or in combination with comprehension deficits. Specifically, 61% of the stu dents had word-level and comprehension difficulties.
Thus, given that in many urban schools, large percent ages of students fall at or below the basic level of profi ciency, it would not be unusual to find as much as 65% of the total student body to demonstrate word-level difficulties.
However, the findings of the present study do con firm what has been reported about the difficulties expe rienced by poor readers in the areas of vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. The breadth of the read ing challenges presented by struggling adolescent read ers in urban secondary settings is underscored by the fact that 260 of the 345 students scored below the 40th percentile on at least one component (this includes 67 of the 150 proficient readers and all but 2 of the strug gling readers). These findings underscore the notion that to attain improved reading proficiency, the major ity of adolescent struggling readers in urban schools need balanced reading instruction. In short, many stu dents in urban schools should receive instruction in word-level skills as well as fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.
One of the most significant challenges that second ary teachers face is having to design instructional pro grams for struggling adolescent readers in the absence of informative assessment data on students' reading Implications for Practice The most significant implications from this study relate to instruction. Given the profile of reading prob lems of poor readers in urban settings, it is important that teachers be prepared to teach these students read ing skills and strategies in each of the reading compo nent areas studied in this investigation (in all likelihood these students will also need instruction on factors not directly assessed in this study, such as back ground knowledge and text structure). Given that many students will need instruction in all reading com ponents (word identification, fluency, comprehension, vocabulary), but at different levels of intensity, second ary schools must develop ways to provide an array of instructional alternatives that address students' varying needs, especially for students with LD. Students with LD presented a reading component skill pattern similar to other ASR, but their scores were significantly lower than those of other ASR, with the exception of
Vocabulary. Therefore, instruction for this group of stu dents requires interventions that are comprehensive in nature and build skills and strategies in all of the com ponent reading skills assessed here. Striving Readers, while a relatively small investment, represents a symbolically important acknowledgment of the unique challenges faced by struggling adolescent readers in secondary schools. Given the importance of putting students on a solid foundation as they enter high school, it would be logical and reasonable for pol icymakers to insist that Striving Readers projects focus the majority of their efforts on upper-elementary and middle schools so we can quickly add to our knowledge base of how to better serve struggling adolescent read ers prior to the stringent requirements they will encounter in high school and beyond.
For state and local policymakers, the data suggest that professional development and certification and licensure programs need to require that teachers acquire the necessary competencies to teach the requi site reading skills to struggling adolescent readers.
Additionally, these policymakers need to consider the implication of within-district and within-school resource allocation.
That is, reallocation of existing resources to provide highly intensive, concentrated instruction on these foundational skills will be neces sary at the earliest point in the students' secondary school experience if these poor readers are to have any chance of staying abreast in their subject-matter classes and meeting the expectations of state assess ments and receiving standard diplomas.
It is essential that teachers, administrators, and poli cymakers have a clear understanding of the specific reading skill profile and instructional needs of this pop ulation and how those needs change over time and context. The reading skill profile that emerged in this study demonstrates the need for a curriculum and an instructional focus that include all reading compo nents if the development of proficient readers in urban schools is to be accomplished.
The results of this investigation should be interpreted in light of the following limitations. First, the study was conducted in only two school districts in the mid west. Thus, the prevalence rates described are not representative of a national sample. Second, the small size of some subgroups limited our ability to conduct detailed analyses on the various reading component skills (e.g., those from the learning disability and the ELL subgroups). Third, the type and number of measures used were limited. Additional measures in lis tening comprehension, additional student characteris tics, and contextual factors might help further define the nature of adolescent struggling readers. Finally, given the limited descriptive research available on adolescent readers, studies of younger adolescents were used to provide some background information. With the exception of the Catts et al. study (2005) , the comparisons were between fourth-and fifth-grade students, and differences in prevalence rates may be due to sampling procedures, development, and selec tion of measures.
